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What GAO Found 



Almost 40 percent of all public school 
students in the District of Columbia 
(D.C. or District) were enrolled in 
charter schools in the 2010-11 school 
year. The D.C. School Reform Act 
established the Public Charter School 
Board (PCSB) for the purpose of 
authorizing and overseeing charter 
schools. 

Congress required GAO to conduct a 
management evaluation of PCSB. 

GAO addresses the following: (1) the 
mechanisms in place to review the 
performance and operations of PCSB, 
(2) the procedures and processes 
PCSB has in place to oversee and 
monitor the operations of D.C. 
charter schools, and (3) the resources 
available to charter schools for their 
operations and facilities. GAO 
interviewed officials from D.C. 
agencies and 7 charter schools and 
reviewed oversight procedures for 
PCSB and charter schools. GAO also 
reviewed the processes for providing 
resources to charter schools and 
analyzed data on these resources. 

What GAO Recommends 

GAO recommends that the Mayor of 
the District of Columbia direct the 
Department of Real Estate Services 
to disclose all factors considered in 
reviewing charter school offers for 
former D.C. school buildings and 
make available to schools, in writing, 
the reasons the offers were rejected. 
The District agreed with our 
recommendations and noted that the 
Department of Real Estate Services 
has already taken steps to improve 
the process for awarding former D.C. 
school buildings to charter schools. 

View GAO-1 1 -263 or key components. 

For more information, contact George A. Scott 
at (202) 512-7215 or scottg@gao.gov. 



Although the Mayor appoints members to the board, PCSB has operated 
outside of the control of the Mayor and the Chancellor of traditional D.C. 
public schools; however, several agencies review PCSB’s performance and 
operations. The D.C. Council holds annual hearings to examine PCSB’s 
organization, personnel, budget, programs, policies, contracting, and 
procurement. The Office of the Chief Financial Officer oversees PCSB’s 
budget development, operations, and financial reporting and reviews PCSB’s 
monthly financial reports and year-end audits. Other offices monitor 
compliance with applicable laws and may conduct investigations or audits of 
PCSB when issues arise. 

PCSB launched its new performance accountability system to oversee the 
District’s charter schools in school year 2009-2010. However, in October 2010, 
just weeks before the results were to be released, PCSB decided to withhold 
the results from the public due to concerns about data accuracy and plans to 
use the data collected to further test and develop the system. The new 
system, called the Performance Management Framework (PMF), is designed 
to assess charter schools using common measures for academic performance, 
compliance with applicable laws, and financial management, among other 
things. As it implements the new system for the 2010-2011 school year, PCSB 
is currently collaborating with charter schools to develop and revise the 
system, and has more recently begun providing more detailed information to 
charter schools about how it will revise the system. 

D.C. charter schools may receive funding from local, federal, and private 
sources for their operations and facilities and also have access to other 
District resources, including former D.C. school buildings; however, the 
criteria for awarding former school buildings to charter schools could be 
more transparent. The primary source of support for charter schools is local 
per-pupil funding, which is allocated to charter schools on the same basis as 
all public schools in the District. Charter schools also receive a per-pupil 
allotment from the District for facilities. In addition to local funds, charter 
schools are eligible to receive federal formula funding, federal discretionary 
grants, and private funding, such as foundation grants and commercial loans 
to purchase or renovate school buildings. To date, charter schools lease or 
will lease about half of the former D.C. school buildings that have been made 
available pursuant to a provision in D.C. law that provides charter schools 
with a right of first offer for these buildings. However, we found that the 
District does not include in its requests for offers all factors it may consider, 
such as economic development or other goals of the Mayor, when determining 
whether to accept or reject an offer. In addition, the District does not 
sufficiently document the basis for rejecting offers. Charter school officials 
and advocates expressed concern about the transparency and fairness in how 
the District makes decisions regarding former D.C. school buildings. 
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March 9, 2011 

The Honorable Richard J. Durbin 
Chairman 

The Honorable Jerry Moran 
Ranking Member 

Subcommittee on Financial Services 
and General Government 
Committee on Appropriations 
United States Senate 

The Honorable Jo Ann Emerson 
Chairwoman 

The Honorable Jose E. Serrano 
Ranking Member 

Subcommittee on Financial Services 
and General Government 
Committee on Appropriations 
House of Representatives 

When the school doors opened in the District of Columbia (the District or 
D.C.) in school year 2010-2011, almost 40 percent of all public school 
students were enrolled in charter schools. As of the 2009-2010 school 
year, the District had the second highest percentage of students enrolled in 
charter schools among large cities nationwide. Moreover, charter school 
enrollment in the District has doubled in the past 6 years, reaching over 
29,000 students in 52 schools on 93 campuses. The Public Charter School 
Board (PCSB) authorizes and oversees charter schools in the District. 

The District of Columbia Appropriations Act, 2005 requires GAO to 
conduct biennial management evaluations of D.C. ’s charter school 
authorizing boards; PCSB is currently the only charter school authorizer. 

In this report we address the following: (1) the mechanisms in place to 
review the performance and operations of PCSB, (2) the procedures and 
processes PCSB has in place to oversee and monitor the operations of 
D.C. charter schools, and (3) the resources available to charter schools for 
their operations and facilities. 

To perform this work, we interviewed agency officials and officials from 
selected charter schools; reviewed agency documents and relevant D.C. 
and federal laws and regulations; and collected data on local charter 
school funding for operations. To determine what mechanisms are in place 
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to review PCSB’s performance and operations, we interviewed staff of the 
D.C. Council and District officials in the Office of the Deputy Mayor for 
Education, Office of the State Superintendent for Education, Office of the 
Attorney General, Office of Campaign Finance, Office of the Inspector 
General, Office of the Auditor, and Office of the Chief Financial Officer. In 
addition, we reviewed relevant laws regarding PCSB reporting and 
accountability and examined reports related to PCSB’s compliance with 
D.C. laws. To determine the procedures and processes PCSB has in place 
to oversee and monitor the operations of D.C. charter schools, we 
reviewed PCSB’s overall approach for monitoring charter schools’ 
operations, including financial management, compliance with charters and 
applicable laws and regulations, and academic performance. More 
specifically, we reviewed PCSB’s recently implemented accountability 
system — called the Performance Management Framework — to determine 
how PCSB implements its risk-based approach to monitoring charter 
schools. We obtained additional information on PCSB’s oversight process 
through visits with charter school officials in 7 schools — representing 
approximately 13 percent of charter school students and 13 percent of 
charter schools in the District in school year 2009-2010. We selected 
charter schools to provide variation in each of several characteristics, 
including location, academic and nonacademic performance, years in 
operation, and type of facility (such as commercial space and former D.C. 
school buildings). 1 Our selected schools were not representative of all 
charter schools, but provided some insight on how they operate. We also 
conducted interviews with officials at charter school advocacy and 
support organizations, including the D.C. Association of Chartered Public 
Schools and Friends of Choice in Urban Schools, known as FOCUS. To 
determine the resources available to charter schools for their operations 
and facilities, we interviewed PCSB officials and District officials at the 
Office of the State Superintendent for Education, and the Office of the 
Chief Financial Officer. We also interviewed D.C. charter school support 
organizations and selected charter schools. We also collected data on local 
per-pupil funding for operations for charter schools and traditional public 
schools from the Office of the Chief Financial Officer. 2 In addition, we 



! We interviewed officials from Elsie Whitlow Stokes Community Freedom Public Charter 
School, Hope Community Public Charter School, Hospitality Public Charter School, 
Knowledge is Power Program D.C., known as KIPP D.C., Public Charter School, Maya 
Angelou Public Charter School, Washington Latin Public Charter School, and Young 
America Works Public Charter School. 

2 We limited our data collection to local operational funds allocated on a per-pupil basis. 
Local operational funds are charter schools’ primary source of funding. 



Page 2 



GAO-11-263 D.C. Charter Schools 





collected enrollment data for charter schools and traditional public 
schools from the Office of the Chief Financial Officer and enrollment audit 
reports provided to the Office of the State Superintendent of Education. 

To assess the reliability of these data, we interviewed knowledgeable 
officials to learn about the sources of data and steps taken to ensure the 
completeness and accuracy of the data. For several of the data elements 
used in this report, we were able to check the data we received from 
agency officials against published sources; this was done in all cases 
where published sources were available. We determined these data to be 
reliable for the purpose of describing local operational funds allocated to 
D.C. charter schools and traditional public schools. We also identified 
other sources of funding for charter schools, including funding from 
federal and private sources. In addition, we collected data, interviewed 
District and charter school officials, and reviewed relevant laws and 
regulations regarding other, nonmonetary resources available to charter 
schools for their operations and facilities, including use of former D.C. 
school facilities, local city services, and personnel such as school police 
officers and school nurses. 

We conducted this performance audit from December 2009 to March 2011 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 



Background 



Charter schools are public schools established under contracts that grant 
them greater levels of autonomy from certain state and local laws and 
regulations in exchange for agreeing to meet certain student performance 
goals. D.C. charter schools must comply with select laws, including those 
pertaining to special education, civil rights, and health and safety 
conditions. In addition, charter schools are accountable for their 
educational and financial performance, including the testing requirements 
under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, as amended 
(ESEA). 

A wide range of individuals or groups, including parents, educators, 
nonprofit organizations, and universities, may apply to create a charter 
school. Charter schools in the District are nonprofit organizations and, like 
other nonprofits, are governed by a board of trustees. The board of 
trustees, which is initially selected by the school founders, oversees 
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